

[image: Illustration]






[image: Illustration]









Copyright © 2023 Ann Russell


Illustrator © 2023 Ruth Craddock


The right of Ann Russell to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


First published as an Ebook in Great Britain in 2023 by Headline Home


an imprint of Headline Publishing Group


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


Every effort has been made to fulfil requirements with regard to reproducing copyright material. The author and publisher will be glad to rectify any omissions at the earliest opportunity.


Cover images © StockNick, ysclips design and kokoshka, all Shutterstock


eISBN: 978 1 0354 0596 1


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk










CONTENTS


Title Page


Copyright Page


About Ann Russell


Praise


Also by Ann Russell


About the Book


Introduction


Budgeting


Reducing your outgoings


Paying off debts and building savings


Controlling your energy bills


Meal planning and cooking on a budget


Shopping smarter


DIY


Ways of making extra money


Conclusion


Acknowledgements


Index









About Ann Russell


Ann Russell – a self-described ‘middle class English old bag’ – is a self-employed cleaner who recently found fame (and 2.3 million followers) on TikTok, where she regularly shares cleaning and general life advice. Affectionately named ‘The TikTok Auntie’ by commenters, Ann films hundreds of video clips every month, answering questions that range from laundry stains to dealing with grief.









Praise


Praise for Ann Russell:


‘Ann Russell has all the answers’ Sunday Times


‘Simple tips to get your house in order’ Daily Star









Also by Ann Russell


By Ann Russell and available from Headline


How to Clean Everything


A practical, down-to-earth guide for anyone who doesn’t know where to start









About the Book


No-nonsense, money-saving advice from TikTok’s favourite ‘Auntie’.


Ann Russell has lived much of her life on a tight budget. Here she gives you her tried-and-tested advice on the best ways to save money.


Covering everything from budgeting to meal planning and reducing food waste, and from tips on saving water to the most energy-efficient ways to heat your house, this book will help everyone who is looking to spend less while still enjoying life.










INTRODUCTION
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As I sit here writing this towards the end of 2022, the British are facing a bleak winter. Energy prices have shot through the roof, inflation runs riot and many people are scared to put the heating on lest they incur bills they cannot afford. I started off sharing cleaning tips on TikTok, but I am increasingly being asked if I can offer any advice on saving money during this cost-of-living crisis as well. This book, based on my own experiences and those of friends and family, is as much as I could think of, and I’ve tried to keep it from being too onerous. But who knows? Perhaps some suggestions will prove to be permanent? After all, who doesn’t want to save money?


But before I begin, I want to make one thing perfectly clear: this book absolutely does not intend to play into the creeping narrative that poverty is the fault of the poor. There is, at the moment, an Oscar Wilde quote doing the rounds and I think it very apt: ‘To recommend thrift to the poor is both grotesque and insulting. It is like advising a man who is starving to eat less.’ There has long been this misguided idea that people who are struggling could manage perfectly well if they didn’t have large televisions and drank less coffee. This is ridiculous: we are in the middle of rising inflation, a war between Ukraine and Russia has spiked fuel markets, and my opinions on the current state of government are well known. Instead, this book is designed to show ways an income can be stretched, mostly for those who have discovered that the previously adequate income they enjoyed isn’t quite enough. The idea that poverty is somehow the fault of the poor has been around for hundreds of years; surely we are heartily sick of it by now? Perhaps we could recognise it for what it is, stop suggesting sackcloth and ashes for those in need of financial aid, and actually do something to improve the lives of everyone?


By the time you read this, of course, we will all know how things played out for the British winter of ’22–’23, but even if everything came good and everyone stayed warm, I hope this volume will still prove useful. I cannot be alone in preferring my hard-earned cash to be spent on joyful things rather than essentials, and, with a warming planet, it behoves every one of us to be mindful of our consumption, because underpinning every single facet of our lives is energy.


Energy is used in the production of everything we eat, everything we wear, everything we do. It affects us all day, every day, and due to a combination of events touched on above, it’s extremely expensive right now, so a huge amount of this book will revolve around using less of it. If, at a future date, the world runs entirely on renewables (and for the sake of everything that lives, I hope that time is soon), then much of this advice will be redundant. Except it won’t, as no matter how we power our lives, it’s certain that someone, somewhere will demand they turn a profit from it. Would you prefer your money in their pocket or yours?


The best way of saving money, of course, involves not spending the stuff, which is not all that practical or possible for most of us, and it’s damn hard work for those who have the option. Living on a strict budget can also be miserable, especially if we are being tormented by adverts for desirable toys we cannot afford, all while we’re slightly too cold and fed up with eating microwave pizza that cost a pound. Families on television always seem to live in such large houses (that’s because of how the sets they film on have to be constructed, by the way), have such lovely furniture and such enormous fridges: envy is easy.


Above all, please be aware that we have been trained since childhood to be consumers. Shopping is nowadays considered a leisure activity, with the individual getting a lovely little hit of dopamine every time they buy a new item. Tapping your card on a terminal hardly feels like spending; money goes into your account and taps its way straight back out with no thought whatsoever. That needs to stop. Try to recognise that you are being influenced to spend – it’s what our economy is based on, our spending. This also feeds into why poverty is often seen as a moral failing rather than an unfortunate circumstance often caused by sheer bad luck.


I’ve found that avoiding advertising as much as possible helps. I’ve also hidden or deleted the shopping apps on my phone – curbing that impulse as much as possible – because I’m sick of feeling mildly guilty about the unnecessary crap I have bought on impulse.


It is also worth pointing out here that my mother, who lives very remotely in the Welsh mountains, rarely gets pangs of desire for consumer goods. It’s not because she is some special soul but merely because she isn’t as exposed to the barrage of advertising. Adverts are obvious, though. Think about how much subtle influencing there is around you. Those people on social media are not called ‘influencers’ for nothing, you know, and even people who aren’t actively trying to sell you something are often subtly promoting a lifestyle.


If you choose not to consume, or simply cannot afford it, then there should be no sense of moral failing about it. If anything, you are being ecologically mindful, part of a growing movement to try to preserve our planet. Remind yourself that your refusal to spend unnecessary money is a good and righteous thing, that you are doing your bit to protect the planet. Think about the language you use – are you mean? Or, alternatively, are you frugal? Are you financially savvy or are you tight fisted? There are so many words for being a bit short of cash and they either insinuate you are a wise and sensible person suffering a bit of a cashflow problem or are a useless pauper who consistently makes bad financial decisions. The key is to learn how and why we allow that language to be used to make us behave in certain ways, and address it at the source.


As some of you may be aware, I have spent much of my life scrabbling for sofa change, so have gained a few insights over the years, but the most important one is that you can have a nice standard of living on a budget. You don’t have to feel deprived unless you want to – just block your mind to the onslaught of messaging that insists you define your worth by your spending power. Frugality is often a state of mind: knowing in a very profound way that mountains of crap can never make you happy, but an evening in the garden watching a sunset while weeding the runner beans can make you feel truly wonderful.


Now, I’m sure you will have heard many older people witter on of late about how cold things were when they grew up, say, and how well they managed, etc. To a degree that’s true, and I will explain how people of yesteryear coped, but be aware that times change, material sciences have made breakthroughs and that the best solution to a problem in 1970 may not be the best solution today.


On a practical note, this book is divided up into chapters that you can either browse as necessary or simply refer to as and when they apply to your personal situation. While I have tried to break things down into categories, they do bleed into each other a bit – energy usage affects every area of a home, for example, so this will crop up in almost every section.


*


Before I knuckled down to write, I mentioned this project to my mother, who said, and I quote: ‘The answer is brown bread is more filling, bacon offcuts go a long way, and carrots with everything. Oh, and make your own face cream.’ While this may well seem a little oversimplified (even from a woman who survived on virtually no money for decades), in many ways, it is the very essence of what I expound in this book.










BUDGETING
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Totting everything up


Before you can start to work out where you are best able to save money, you first need to be able to see what you are currently spending. Trust me, it’s horrifying. You can write everything down by hand, but most people these days use spreadsheets or apps on their phone or computer. There are lots of useful templates that you can download for free online, but make sure they have relevant categories. There is a reason for this!


What you are going to do, you see, is go through your bank account, and your heap of receipts, and work out where every single penny is going. But – and this is key – do not add the expensive carrot-and-Wensleydale sandwich into the grocery section that you file the weekly shop into – we are getting much more up close and personal than that, as your different sections need to be divided further. Things such as takeaways and premade sandwiches should be listed in their own section, along with other treats, like cake, and that takeaway coffee you never get around to finishing, and there should be a section for non-edible but not strictly essential purchases too, like the lip balm you buy twice weekly because you cannot be arsed to hunt for the other 200 you have bought this year . . .
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Now, bit by bit, you can start to establish what expenditure is arguably essential and non-negotiable – things like petrol, rent, utilities, food. You also need money for clothes, repairs, transport, etc. Where it gets interesting is that other stuff. Yes, you need some joy in life, but 200 lip balms aren’t joyous. If you have got sufficiently up close, you should be able to see where money leaks away without it being worth it. For example, a good lunch is a necessity, but are you actually having a good lunch, or are you having an indifferent but expensive lunch, and, if so, how can you change that? Another frequent issue is subscriptions you either don’t use, don’t want, or had completely forgotten about. Pleasure is necessary, but I suggest utilising the Marie Kondo method when it comes to assessing your spending – look at every single item on your list: is it necessary, or just convenient? How would your life go if that thing vanished? Does that thing really contribute to your life in a meaningful way? I would rather give up my only mode of transport than my dog, but going to the pub is just expensive and rather boring most of the time, I find. Everyone has different priorities. Ask yourself if that thing is worth the money you spend on it. A useful tip is to colour code each entry – green for essentials, say, yellow for things you need to consider, red for stuff you can eliminate easily.


What to ditch and what to keep


The next step, now that you’ve come to grips with your spending habits, is to see how you can eliminate the red, and maybe even some of the yellow. Put all 200 lip balms in a bowl by the door with your keys, for example. Or buy one good cake a month and resolve to eat better for less. One by one, work out ways to avoid that red spending that leaches away your money, often without you realising it.


However, trying not to let yourself feel deprived is really important. Budgeting is very similar to dieting – it’s easy enough to deny yourself all pleasures for a week, but it quickly becomes dispiriting, so you unthinkingly devour an entire caterpillar cake and, in one fell swoop, undo all the good you have done. Far easier to allow yourself enough pleasure and enjoyment to sate your desires – I’m starting to sound like a bad romance novel here, but I’m sure you get the gist. Some people find it helpful if they set a goal and just go all out towards it. If that’s you, then find a really important goal – paying off a car loan or paying for a holiday, say – and then, every time you go to spend money, focus on the goal. Others (myself included and probably most of you) get easily distracted by so-called bargains, and little bits here and there to cheer ourselves up (and that, of course, can end up being where the majority of our money goes – those ‘red’ outgoings). Instead, budget for a certain amount of that and you have a much better chance of reining in your spending: once or twice a week allow yourself a bar of posh chocolate or a takeaway.*


Organising your money


I’ve always found it simpler to have two separate bank accounts. One into which my wages are paid that has my main expenses coming out automatically, and the second that I use day to day. Should you decide to do this too, first things first: you’ll need to have tallied up your fixed expenses, as discussed. These probably don’t change all that much month to month and many may well be paid by direct debit, so make a list. Things such as car insurance, rent, utilities bills, loan repayments, credit card bills, etc. Then tot up all other regular expenses. Make quite sure you include things like water bills, which often come twice yearly, and any yearly bills too. You should have most of these figures to hand already in your spreadsheet.
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Getting a good deal


If you don’t do so already, it is a good idea to check at regular intervals if you are getting a good deal on your utility bills. Set yourself reminders several times a year to check things such as your broadband, mobile phone deal, television package, etc. Read carefully what they are offering, check how long you are contracted to them for and don’t be conned by bundles and deals that seem a bargain but contain elements you won’t use yet bump up the price. Make sure you also look at separate deals rather than bundles. Very often the bundles work out as good value, but not always, so it’s well worth checking. There are several well-known comparison websites available, but I suggest you use more than one, as the results you get do seem to vary. Always check for companies that you cannot switch to through these comparison websites too, as they sometimes have fantastic prices. You see, these websites are often paid commission by utility companies when they effect a switch, and you pay that commission via your bill, as it is part of the running costs of that company. Car insurance in particular is one of those expenses that it’s very easy to let just roll around every year, but, again, make sure you always check. Then, if you find a better deal, ring your existing company to ask if they can beat it. Don’t be afraid to haggle! In fact, haggle everywhere. My daughter used to work for a mobile phone company and, having the confidence of knowing what deals were around on broadband at the time, would spend a happy half hour beating down our broadband contract. Thanks to her efforts, we managed to beat the cheapest offer on the market at the time without changing provider.


Anyway, back to your budget. Now you’ve totted up your fixed outgoings, this gives you a figure you should never spend: it stays in your account to cover bills. I leave that set amount safely in that first account every month and make sure I don’t have an easy way of accessing it when tempted. I then transfer the remaining balance to my everyday account and use that daily. This second amount should allow for all other spending that isn’t fixed: things like food shopping, petrol and any essential expenses that are variable. Depending on your spending style and approach, this amount may or may not include more infrequent expenditure, such as haircuts, shoes, clothes, etc. But, having gone through all your recent outgoings, you should by now have a better idea of how much you want to spend on this stuff and have budgeted accordingly (having hopefully managed to whittle it down a bit).



What’s left over


What you are left with at the end of all this is what you can spend, and precious little it may prove to be, but part of saving money involves living within your income. Way back in 1850, Charles Dickens wrote the following: ‘Annual income twenty pounds, annual expenditure nineteen pounds nineteen and six, result happiness. Annual income twenty pounds, annual expenditure twenty pounds nought and six, result misery.’ – and it’s as true now as it was then (even if the figures need adjusting for inflation).


No more credit card meals! If you haven’t got the cash, you cannot afford it. That credit card is for emergencies ONLY. The myriad buy now, pay later schemes that have cropped up in recent years – Klarna being one of the best known – fall into this category as well, as, despite being interest free, they can make it far too easy for you to buy things you might not be able to either afford or to justify otherwise. It is horrifying to realise how much some people owe through these schemes, but they are oh-so-temptingly accessible and essentially work on the principle of encouraging people to impulse buy and make bad financial decisions.


[image: Illustration]


Loans


The only reason you should ever have a loan is for an expensive yet essential purchase – cars fall into this category, as do new roofs. And even then that loan must be affordable, properly affordable. Think about the amount of time you will be repaying the loan, and how stable your income is likely to be during that time. Always make sure you have wiggle room at the end of your money for unexpected expenses, or an interest rate rise. Borrow as little as possible but, equally, be sensible. It’s no good borrowing £10,000 for a new roof only to have the cheap builder vanish. Make sure what you buy is reliable, as saving a few pennies can sometimes cost you pounds, as the saying goes. And do beware of so-called ‘interest free cars’. In reality, you are still paying interest whatever they claim, as they charge way over the odds for the car to compensate. Check the value of the car against what they are charging. There is no such thing as a free lunch, especially with cars.



How to spend it


So, now you have your spending money, and before you decide what you want to spend it on, it’s best to really think about how you want to spend it. For some people, it’s easier to withdraw the cash and divide it up into days. For example, if I have £300 left for the month, I can withdraw it all in cash and then take one ten-pound note a day from the wallet. If you have money left over to carry forward at the end of the day or week or month, that’s great, but if you decide you want something for £11 early on in the month, you’ll need to wait until the next day, and you’ll be surprised quite how often you don’t in fact want it when tomorrow comes.


The other way to manage is to take that £10 note out every day, spend from it, then every evening tip the change into a pot and put tomorrow’s note into your wallet. It’s interesting to see what you have left at the end of the month, and you can either put that into savings, or use it for a small pleasure.
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Tapping your card onto the terminal is certainly convenient, but it buffers us from the reality – it’s so quick and easy that you barely notice – but counting out coins makes you very aware how little (or how much) you have left. However, our increasingly cashless society can sometimes make this approach tricky.


Make your own meal deal


This tip comes from one of my friends who has worked in catering most of her life: every Sunday she makes a weeks’ worth of sandwiches,* then bags and dates them, decants juice into smaller bottles, and makes a few traybakes, flapjacks, millionaire’s shortbread, fruit bars, etc. In the morning everyone goes to the fridge and selects their lunch; they each take a pack of sandwiches, a bag of crisps from the cupboard, and a bit of cake or a yoghurt, plus a small bottle of juice. Everyone puts the cost of a meal deal into a tin every day, and she buys the next week’s lunch out of this tin. Then, once a month, they go to the cinema on the balance that’s left over, as her home-made ‘meal deal’ is far cheaper (and nicer) than the shop-bought version. No last-minute scrabble for change, no queueing at the nearest café at lunchtime – it’s not just about saving money, but saving their time, and, as a bonus, they even get to have a small outing with the savings. That meal deal with the extra Mars bar suddenly doesn’t seem such good value, not when, with a bit of forethought, you can make a sandwich at home and slide the chocolate bar out of a multipack. The £3 coffee, meanwhile, can be made at home for 30p and carried in an insulated mug.
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Savings


Savings matter. Having spent many years without any money behind me, and a poor credit rating, it meant that when things like the washing machine died I was unable to replace it. At one point I had to rent a machine at £20 a month. Not perhaps the most expensive thing in the world, but far more money than I needed to spend. And if you rent and are given notice, it is horribly expensive, as you need to find money to cover your moving costs, as well as money for your new deposit, because you won’t get the current deposit back immediately when you move. As the old adage goes, it’s expensive being poor.


But having even just a little pot of money, if you can possibly manage it, can help with things like that and give you much-needed peace of mind. Trying to find money to save is difficult, but it is so important. For ideas on how to start building your savings, please refer to Chapter Three.
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________________


* Iceland frozen battered chicken balls are dead ringers for the ones from our local Chinese takeaway, by the way, so I just buy a pot of the sauce and some noodles – it’s amazing how often there are inexpensive ‘cheat’ versions of treats once you start looking for them.


* If you’re concerned about the bread going stale, bear in mind that those pre-packaged meal deal sandwiches aren’t nearly as fresh as you think they are! Buttering the bread well helps too. I’ve sampled my friend’s packed lunches myself and can assure you that they are great.










REDUCING YOUR OUTGOINGS
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You are not what you buy


I need you to stand in front of a mirror, look yourself in the eye, and repeat the following: ‘You have been programmed since childhood to consume. Your moral worth is not even a tiny bit connected to your ability to spend. You will not feel bad because you cannot afford, or do not want, to spend money.’
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